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Principles of Calorimetric Assay

21.1

R Likes

INTRODUCTION

Calorimetry is the quantitative measurement of heat. It measures the transfer of
energy from one system to another caused by temperature differences. Applications of
calorimetry include measurements of the specific heats of solids and liquids, the heats of
vaporization and combustion, and the rate of heat generation (power) from radio-
nuclides. For the last mentioned application, radiometric calorimeters are used. They
are specifically designed to measure the power associated with alph% beta, or gamma
decay of radioactive materials. The technique was first used in 1903 to determine the
heat produced from radium.

Methods of calorimetry are now being applied with precision and accuracy to the
passive nondestructive assay of nuclear materials, especially plutonium and tritium.
This chapter discusses the calorimetric assay of plutonium. The important fmtures and
advantages of calorimetric assay are listed below (Refs. 1and 2]

(a) The entire sample can be measured.
(b) The assay is independent of sample geometry (only equilibrium time is affected).
(c) The assay is independent of matrix material composition and distribution,

including nominal moisture concentrations.
(d) The assay is independent of nuclear material distribution within the sample,

including the effkcts of sample self-attenuation.
(e) Electric current and potential measurements, are directly traceable to National

Bureau of Standards (NBS) reference materials.
(i) Calorimetric assay discriminates between uranium and plutonium isotopes in

most cases (only plutonium is assayed).
(g) tiorimetric assay is applicable to a wide range of material forms (including

metals, alloys, oxides, fluorides, mixed oxides, waste, and scrap). Representative
plutonium standards are not needed.

(h) Calorimetric assay is comparable to chemical assay in precision and accuracy if
the isotopic composition is well characterized.

(i) Calorimetric assay is a completely nondestructive assay procedure when coupled
with high-resolution gamma-ray spectroscopy isotopic analysis.
Calorimetric assay is based on accurate temperature measurements and requires good
temperature stability and control. In general the technique is more accurate but less
rapid or less portable than other nondestructive assay techniques described in this book.
It can ofien provide accurate reference m~surements for improving the calibration of
other assay techniques such as neutron coincidence counting (Ref 3).
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Calorimetric assay is most precise for materials with high plutonium concentrations
such as powders, fiel pellets, and metals. Calorimeters are being used extensively for
nuclear materials accountability and for shipper-receiver confirmatory measurements of
plutonium. When applied to concentrated, homogeneous plutonium-bearing materials,
calorimetry is comparable in accuracy to weight plus chemical analysis with precision
approaching O.1%. For highdensity scrap, calorimetry plus gamma-ray spectroscopy
can approach a precision and accuracy of 1% if the scrap has homogeneous isotopic
composition.

This chapter discusses the principles of heat production, specific power determina-
tion, calorimeter type%methods of operation, and basic sources of assay error. Chapter
22, Calorimetric Assay Instruments, describes existing calorimeters of various types,
including small calorimeters for laboratory use and bulk assay calorimeters for in-plant
applications.

21.2HEAT PRODUCTION IN RADIONUCLIDES

Theenergyassociatedwith the spontaneousdecayof radioactiveisotopesconsistsof
the kineticenergyof the alpha and beta particlesemitted, the electromagneticenergyof
the gamma rays, and the recoil energyof the daughter,product, which collectivelyis
termedthe disintegrationenergyofa particularisotope.If the daughter product is not in
the ground state as a result of the decay, additional gamma-ray and internal conversion
electron energy will be released when the daughter d~ys to the ground state. Each
radioactive isotope has a s
decay scheme for example ‘h decays to 23SU+ alp~+ 5.15 MeV.

ific disintegration energy associated with its particular

Radiometry’c calorimete’m ,operate on the principle that almost all of the energy
associated with the decay of radioactive materials placed in the sample chamber is
absorbed in the form of heat within the calorimeter., The radioactive decay of all
uranium and plutonium isotopes generates heat, but Jonly the plutonium isotopes,
because of their shorter half-lives and thus higher specific activities, generate heat at a
high enough rate (power) to, be measured acnmately. !Most of the plutonium decay
energy is released as alpha or beta particles and converted to heat energy through
absorption. A small pofiion is carried a~y by neutronsiand gamma rays, however this
portion is generally less than 0.01% of the total decay endrgy (Ref. 1).

Calorimetric assay of plutonium is the process of m@uring with a calorimeter the
rate of heat released by the radioactive decay of the plutonium and determining the
proper analytical factor for converting the calorimetric: power measurement to mass.
This section describes in de@l the production of heat in plutonium. Section 21.3
describes the calculations required to determine the specific power-the factor that
relates the power measurement to plutonium mass.

21.2.1 Alpha Particlea

Thedominantradioactivedecay mode of the plutonium isotopes is alpha decay. The
mechanismbywhichheavyparticlessuchasalphaparticlestransmit theirkineticenergy
to surroundingmaterialis usuallyionization.In its penetration of material until the loss
of all of its initial energy, the alpha particle undergoes a large number of “collisions,”
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withsmallerand smalleramounts ofenergylosspercollision.These small energy losses
are of the order of magnitude characteristic of infmred radiation, that is, heat energy.

The range of alpha particles in various materials relative to their range in air is given
by the Bragg-Kleeman rule, Equation 11-2in Chapter 11.The range of 5- to 6-MeV alpha
particles is on the order of 5 pm in common materials. Thus virtually all of the energy
released by aIpha decay will remain within the sample as heat.

21.2.2 Beta Particles

The determination of energy losses in matter is much more complicated with beta
decay or electron capture than with alpha decay. With beta decay, a variety of competing
mechanisms are involved ionization, bremsstraldung radiation, neutrino production,
and conversion electron emission. The energy deposited locally in an absorber in the
form of heat is, on the average, one-third of the maximum disintegration energy
accompanying the beta deeay of a particular radionuclide. The remaining energy is lost
from the heat measurement.

The primary mechanism through which low- and intermediate-energy beta particles
lose their energy in matter is ionization. Bremsstrahlung is predominant with respeet to
high-energy beta particles iftheir kinetic energy is greater than their rest mass (511KeV).
The energy loss resulting from ionization is proportional to the atomic numbkr Z of the
absorbing material and inereascs logarithmically with energy. The energy loss that is due
to bremsstrahlung radiation is proportional to Z2and increases linearly with energy. The
conclusion is that at high energy the energy loss resulting from radiation is predominant.
The radiation length is defined as the path length of the absorber in which tlie eleetron
emerges with l/e of its initial energy. For a 2-MeV eleetron, a typical radiation length in
plutonium oxide is several millimeters.

Accompanying each beta particle is an antineutrino, which carries with it part of the
disintegration energy. Neutrinos are extremely penetrating with respect to matter, so
that a portion of the beta emission, disintegration energy is not locally deposited.

The emission of conversion eleetrons is an &temative,mechanism to de~xitation of a
nucleus by gamma-ray emission. The ene~gy of conversion electrons can also be
transferred to surrounding material by ionization or bremsstrahlung.

21.2.3 Gamma Rays

The deeayof a radioisotopeby the emission of a particle, such as an alpha or beta
particle,usually leaves the daughter nucleus in an excited state. A daughter nucleus
makinga transition givesup exeessenergyby means of gamma-rayemission, internal
eonve~ion, or internalpair production.Of these,gamma-rayemissionis the dominant
process. Gammaraysemitted tim nuclearmaterialsusua31yhaveenergiesrangingfrom
a fraction of an MeV to a few MeV. In this range, gamma rays usually interaet with
matter by photoelectric efhet, Compton Scattering or pair production. If these interac-
tions do not occurwithin the sample,the energyassociatedwithhigh-energygamma-ray
emission is not captured by the calorimeter.As indicated earlier, this lost energyis a
smallpercentageof the total disintegrationenergyof the plutonium isotopes.
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21.2.4 Other Emissions

In addition to the primary alpha, bem and gamma emissions, radionuclides also emit
neutrons through the spontaneous fission process. The energy lost through neutron
emission is many orders of magnitude less than the total disintegration enemy.

Chemical reactions, such as oxidation, and radiochemical processes, such as those
associated with fission products in reprocessing plant solutions, are other possible
sources of heat. Possible errors from such sources maybe estimated by using gamma-ray
spectroscopy to detect fission products, by observing any timedependent power emis-
sion, or by comparing calorimetry with other techniques (Ref. 4).

21.3SPECIFIC POWER DETERMINATION

21.3.1 Definition of Specific Power

Each radioisotope deeays at a constant mean rate, k disintegrations/s, with an energy
release of Q ,MeV. The rate of energy release W for a specific isotope is then given by

W(in MeV) = QNL (21-1)

where N is the number of radioactive atoms present. N = Nom/A, where No is
Avo~dro’s ,number, m is the mass of the radioisotope in grams, and A is the atomic
weight of the isotope in ~ams. With L = 0.6931 /Tl,2, where Tl,z is the isotope’s half-
Iife in years,, the power in watts as measured in the calorimeter is given by (Ref. 2)

W(in watts) = 2119.3Qm/T1,2A. (21-2)

If the total energy released per unit time by a radioactive isotope can be collected in a
calorimeter and accurately measured, and if the disintegration energy, half-life, and
atomic weifjht of the isotopk are known, the mass of the sample can be determined.
Equation 2112also shows that the power developed in a calorirneterby radioactive decay
is directly proportional to the mass of the isotope present

W = Pm. (21-3)

The proportionality constant P is the specific power for the given isotope, measured in
watts of power per gram of isotope present. The specific power of a single isotope can be
calculated directly from Equation 21-2 if the appropriate parameters are known (compu-
tational method) or it can be determined experimentally with Equation 21-3 (empirical
method). The procedures for both the computational and empirical methods are
detailed in Ref. 4.

Specific power values and other nuclear constants for the isotopes of plutonium are
summarized in Table21- 1(Ref. 4). Note that the specific power of 23SPUis much greater
(-250 times) than that of 23%%because of the shorter alpha half-life of 23SPU.The
specific power of 241Am is also considerably larger than that of 239Pu, so the 24*Am
content at the time of calorimetric assay is very important. Americium-241 content
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Table 21-1. Specific power values for the plutonium isotopes (Ref 4)

Total Specific
Disintegration Principal Half-Life Power Specific Power

Radio- Energy Release Decay T ~12 P, Std. Deviation
nuclide Q(MeV) Mode (yr) (mW/g) (mW/g)

238pu 5.592 alpha 87.74 567.57 0.26
239pU 5.243 alpha 24119 1.9288 0.0003
240pu 5.255 alpha 6564 7.0824 0.002
241pu 0.0055 beta 14.348 3.412 0.002
242pu 4.985 alpha 376300 0.1159 0.0003
241Am 5.640 alpha 433.6 114.2 0.42

increases with time beeause 241Amis produced by the decay of 241Pu,and thus the
power from a plutonium sample also increases as a function of time. For the decay
of 241Pu to 241Amwithin the sample, both the parent nucleus and the daughter nucleus
contribute to the total power. The contribution of 241Amto the total power is described
by Equation 21-11 at the end of Section 21.3.2.

Z1.3.2 Effective Specific Power

Because actual plutonium samples contain differing amounts of the various isotopes
listed in Table21- 1, the total power is the sum of the power from each isotope

W = ~ miPi (21-4)
i~ 1

where mi is the mass of the ith isotope, Pi is the specific power of the ith isotope, and the
sum n is taken over the plutonium isotopes and 241Am. If Ri is defined as the mass
fraction mi/M of the ith isotope, where M is the total mass of all the plutonium isotopes,
then

w= M ~ PiRi . (21-5)
i=I

For calorimetric assay, the important factor is the effkctive specific power Peff, which
is expressed in watts per gram of plutonium and is defined by

Pem = ~ PiRi . (21-6)
i=1

In terms of etlective specific power, the total mass of all the plutonium isotopes is given
by

M= w/Peg . (21-7)
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The mass of each particular isotope is given by

~= Ri W/Pe~ .ml (21-8)

To obtain accurate calorimetric assays, very good values for the effective specific power
of the sample must be known. The effective specific power can be determined by either
the empirical method or the computational method (Ref. 41

(a) The Empirical Method. The empirical method of determining effective specific
power is well suited to discrete batches of process materials or to cases where the
computational method is difiicult to apply because the abundances of 238Puand 241Am
are not well known. This mqthod requires both a chemical and a calorimetric analysis of
the sample; the calorimetric analysis determines the total power produced by the
sample, and the chemical anidysis determines the total amount of nuclear material in the
sample. Equation 21-7 can then be used to calculate the effective specific power.

(b) The Computational ~ethod. The computational method for determining efTec-
tive specific power is appropriate when very accurate isotopic determinations can be
made. If radionuclide abun~nces Ri can be measured and the specific power values Pi
are known for each radionuclide, then the effective specific power for a given isotope
mix can be calculated from Equation 21-6.

The relative abundances of the radionuclides can be determined nondestructively by
gamma-ray spectroscopy (See Chapter 8) or destructively by mass spectroscopy (Refs. 5
and 6). Destructive methods must include a technique for the determination of 241Am.
Plutonium-238 abundance is preferably measured by alpha-particle spectrometry (Ref.
4).

The isotopic mass fractions must be accurately known and corrqxed for decay to the
date of the calorimeter power measurement because the effective specific power is a
timedependent quantity. The corrections for radionuclide decay can be made either by
establishing a power growth curve for the sample over a period of at least 30 days or by
calculating a correction for growth and decay from the previously determined isotopic
abundances. According to Refl 4, if the power curve method is used, “a minimum of
three points should be made to establish a straight line showing power as a function of
time. The curve should be checked after an additional 30 days,”

The correction for radionuclide decay based on calculation from previously measured
radionuclide abundances is usually the easiest approach, as in Equation 21-9.

W = M ~ PiRi(t) . (21-9)
@1

Equation 21-9 is the same as Equation 21-5 except that Ri(t) expresses the time
dependence of the mass fractions. For the plutonium isotopes,

%(t) = Ri(tlkxp[–~(t–tl)~F(t) (21-10)

where Ri(t) = mass fraction of the ith plutonium isotope at time t
= time of plutonium isotopic analysis

~ = decay constant of the ith plutonium isotope
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F(t) = ~ Ri(tI)exp[–~(t–tI)] ,
i=1

summed over the plutonium isotopes only.
For the daughter nucleus 241Am, the mass fkaction is due to both the decay of 24iAm

and the ingrowth from beta decay of 24*Pu

R*(t)=
F(tA)
~ RA(@Xp[-&(&tA)] (21-11)

Rl(tI) klexp[–kl(t*–tl)]
+ K,K2 —

F(t) k@*
{ exp[-~*(t-t*)] - exp[-kl(t-t~)]}

where R1(tl) = mass fmction of 241Pudetermined at time tl
R~(t) = mass fraction of 241Amrelative to total plutonium at time t

t* = time of americium analysis
LA = decay constant of 241Am
k~ = decay constant of 241Pu
KI = 0.9999754, 241Pubranching ratio to 24;Am
K2 = 0.999999905, 241Am/241Puatomic mass ratio.

Lastly, if the total mass of plutonium is known at some time tm, the mass at any future
date is,

m(t) = m(tm) F(t)/F(tm) . (21-12)

21.4 HEAT MEASUREMENT BY CALORIMETRY

A calorimeter consists of a container with a temperature sensor in which the thermal
phenomenon under investigation is carried out. In general the container is coupled to its
environment by walls that have some thermal resistance. These basic features are
illustrated in Figure 21.1 (Ref 7). Heat liberated in the internal cavity raises its
temperature and causes heat to flow across the thermal resistance into the environment
according to Equation21- 13:

dQ
= k(TmI — Tenv)

dt
(21-13)

where Q = heat energy
k = thermal conductivity

T=, = internal calorimeter temperature
Tenv = external environment temperature.

Depending on the magnitude of this heat exchange, the calorimeter can be classified as
adiabatic or isothermal.

——
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TEMPERATURE
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Fig.21.1 Thebasicfeatures of a calorinwterare its
body or internalcavity, a temperature
sensor,a thermal resistancegap, and the
externalenvironment. (Figurecourtesyof
Mound Laboratory.)

21.4.1 Adiabatic Calorimeters

In general,calorimetersare designedwith a large thermal resistancebetween the
cavity and its environment. As a result, almost all of the heat produced in the
calorimeter body is retained, causing its temperature to increase. By measuring the
temperature increase AT, one can determine the amount of heat energy relea~d from
the formula Q = CAT, where C is the heatcapacity. If the source of heat gives rise to a
constant rate of heat production, the internal temperature T~ will rise at a constant rate.
If the source of heat is finite, the internal temperature will level off.

An efficient type of adiabatic calorimeter is one designed such that Tenv is con-
tinuously adjusted to match Tti so that the rate of heat transfer dQ/dt = O. This
adjustment is accomplished with a regulator that responds to any difference between the
two temperatures. Adiabatic calorimeters are best suited to the study of processes such
as chemical reactions where it is’ important to measure the total integrated heat
production. Adiabatic calorimeters are not used for the assay of mdlonuclides because
the internal temperature would continue to rise indefinitely.

21.4.2 Isothermal Calorimeters

If the thermal resistance between the sample cavity and the environment is small, the
heat produced in the calorimeter is transferred to the surrounding environment. For a
sample that produces heat at a constant rate, the entire system will reach an equilibrium
condition in which the rate of heat transfer to the environment is equal to the rate of heat
production in the sample. The rate of heat transfer is directly proportional to the
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temperature difference betweenthe samplechamberand the environment,as described
by l@ation 21-13,where the thermal conductivity k depends on heat path length,
material,and surfaceshape.It is important that the value of k remainconstantbecause
the measurement of the rate of heat transfm is essentiallya precision temperature
measurement.The value of k is determined for a given calorimeter by calibration.

The calorimeter is classified as isothermal if the sample chamber is held at a constant
temperature. If the calorimeter is also designed so that the thermal resistance between
the sample chamber and the heat sink is moderate, it is classified as a heat flow
calorimeter.

Radiometric calorimeters-those designed for the calorimetric assay of radioactive
isotopes-are usually heat flow calorimeters because plutonium samples emit heat at an
almost constant power level as a result of the spontaneous decay of their radioactive
isotopes. The different types of calorimeters used for plutonium assay that are described
in the following section are all heat flow calorimeters.

21.!5 TYPES OF HEAT FLOW CALORIMETERS

Although calorimetric assay of plutonium is usually performed by a heat flow
calorimeter, no universal calorimeter design is suitable for all applications. Each system
is custom designed with many specifications in mind, as described in Section 22.1.2 of
Chapter 22. Depending on the speeific requirements, the final design may employ
fatures of one or more of the calorimeter types described in this sectiorx twin bridge,
over/under bridge, and gradient bridge.

21.5.1 Common ElectricalFeaturea

One common fkature of modern ealonmeters is the precise measurement of tempera-
ture by electrical means. The determination of total sample power is then basically an
electrical measurement of the temperature difference between the sample chamber and
the environmental heat sink or refmnce chamber.

In twin-bridge calorimeters, both the sample chamber and the reference chamber
have two nickel wire windings whose resistance is a finetion of temperature. The four
windings are connected as a“transposed-arm wheatstone bridge and are supplied with a
constant current, as illustrated in Figure 21.2 (Ref. 7). With this arrangement the
temperature difference between the sample and refmenee chambers is direetly propor-
tional to the bridge potential BP.

With no sample in the calorimeter, a small bridge potential BPO(in microvol@ pV)
may be observed because of variations in the resistances of the nickel windings. When a
referen@ ektrid heat source or Iadioi@tope sW- that emits a power leVelof WR
watts is placed in the sample chamber, the bridge potential will reach an equilibrium
value BPR (pV). The sensitivity S of the calorimeter in microvolt per watt is

S(lJV/W) = (BPR – BP~/WR . (21-14)
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Fig.21.2 A wheatstonebridgecircuit is usedto accurately
measurethe temperaturedi#erencebetweenthe
sample and r~erenceparts ofa calorimeter. (Figure
courtesyofMound Laboratory.)

21.5.2 Full Twin-Bridge Calorimeters

To increase calorimetric accuracy, nearly all calorimeters can be arranged as twin
calorimeters. The most common example is the isothermal twin-bridge calorimeter
developed at Mound Laboratory and used extensively for in-plant assays (Ref. 8). Figure
21.3 shows a cross section of this calorimeter type, and Figure 21.4 is a photograph of a
full twin-bridge calorimeter without its surrounding water bath.

The full twin-bridge design consists of two identical thermal elements, sample side
and reference side, each separated fkom the outer wall by an air gap or solid gap that
serves as the thermal resistance. Each therrmil element has heater wires wrapped around
its sample chamber for calibration purposes. Axial heat loss from the sample chamber is
minimized by the use of plastic end caps with Styrofoam baflles and metal plates to
provide a thermal short from the sample to the calorimeter walls. Two resistance
thermometers consisting of thin nickel wire are wound over the entire length of each
thermal element to provide an accurate temperature measurement independent of
variations in heat flow (Ref. 8).

For operation, the twin calorimeter’is immemed in a water bath whose temperature is
held constant to about one millidegree. In addition, the use of two identical thermal
elements yields a difference signal that is 10 to 100 times more stable than the
environmental bath. When a sample is placed in the chamber, the temperature rises
until heat losses through the nickel windings, thermal gap, and outer jacket to the water
bath equal the heat generated by the sample. When this e@ilibnum is attained, the
temperature difference measured by the bridge potential is proportional to the amount
of heat being generated. Precise heat flow calorimeters of this type are designed and
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Fig.21.3 Crosssection ofatypicalisothermal twincalorirne-
ter with two identical thermaicells, onefor the
sample andoneforr~erence. (Figurecourtesyof~
MoundLdboratory.)

constructed so that the thermal paths between the sample chamber and the environment
remain constant. Additional care is taken to keep the temperature’ of the environment
constant and to minimize the heat distribution error associated wik the location of the
sample in the chamber.

The twin-bridge calorimeter provides the beat precision, accuracy, sensitivity, and
long-term stability for power measurements because of the internal cancellation of many
thermal effects. However, the two thermal elements and the environmental bath result
in an instrument that is larger and requires more floor spage than other designs. Twin-
bridge calorimeters have been designed for sample sizes ranging from 1 to 30.5 cm in
diameter with an upper limit dictated only by nuclear criticality safety considerations
and a lower limit in the range of 0.1- to 0.2-g 239Pu/L(Ref. 8). An application of a twin-
bridge calorimeter is described in Section 22.4.1 of Chapter 22.

21.5.3 Over/Under Bridge Calorimeters

In the over/under design, the sample cell is mounted above a somewhat shortened
reference cell (Ref. 7), as illustrated in Figure 21.5. Both cells share a single isothermal
water jacket that is smaller than the environmental bath used by the twin-bridge
calorimeter. The over/under bridge design requires less floor space, but is taller. Also,
the over/under design can be used to build a transportable calorimeter. The calorimeter
shown in Figure 21.5 can be mounted on a mobile cart along with its circulation bath.
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Fig.21.4 Viewofan actual twin-bridgecalorimeter without its surrounding
waterbath. (PhotographcourtesyofMound Laboratory.)

The overjunder bridge calorimeter has size and cost advantages over the twin-bridge
design and provides cancellation of some thermal effects. However, the accuracy is not
as good as the full twin-bridge calorimeter. Examples of over/under bridge calorimeters
are given in Seetions 22.3.1 and 22.4.2 of Chapter 22.

21.5.4 Gradient Bridge Calorimeter

The gradient bridge calorimeter (Figure 21.6) consists of a series of concentric
cylinders, with the sample cell cylinder inside the referenee cell cylinder (Ref. 7). The gap
between the reference cell cylinder and the sample cell cylinder determines the sensitiv-
ity of the calorimeter. Outside the reference cylinder is a jacket that provides a uniform

.
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Fig.21.5 A transportablecalorimeteroftheover/under
bridgedesign with thesampiecellabove the
r@rence cellanda thin waterjacket. (Figure
courte@ofMoundLaboratory)

thermal heat sink.The jacket is in contact with a thin circulating water bath. This design
leads to small size and low material and fabrication costs. The gradient design is weIl
suited for transportable versions or glovebox installations or for large samples where
overall bulk should be minimized. The gradient calorimeter is usually operated in the
constant temperature servo-control mode deseribed in Section 21.6.3 below. A Mound
gradientbridgecalorimeterdesignis describedin Section22.4.4of Chapter22.

The isothermal air chamber calorimeter developed by Argonne National Laboratory
is a version of the grmjient design that does not require a water bath (Refs, 9 and 10).
This calorimeter (Figure 21.7) is described in Ref 10as “...a constant temperature oven
COmpOSCdof a series of concentric chambrs. ~ch of t&jsc cham~m is ~nstmcted
fimm an aluminum cylinder upon which resistive heating‘coilsand heat sensors are
mounted. The cylindemare separated from one another by high thermal-resistance
material.The ends of the cylindersare similarlyprotectedby nonconductingplugsand
by pancake-typeheatercoils.Alternatingzonesof highand lowthermalconductivityin

——— --..—.. .—. ——. ———... —
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Fig.21.6 Cross section ofagradientbridge
calorimeter design. Theenviron-
mental heatsink, which wouldbe
small orjust an air chamber, is not
shown. (Figure courtesy of Mound
Laboratory.)

Fig.21.7 Crosssection ofan air chambercalorimeter,
a versionof thegradient bridgecalorimeter.
(Fig?recourlesyo[ArgonneNational -
ratory)
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this manner tends to minimize the effects of localized external temperature changes. A
temperature profile is established within the calorimeter to eliminate axial heat flow and
to ensure that a negative radial temperature gradient is maintained. In the schematic
drawing (Figure 21.7), the electronic feedback control circuits will maintain the relation
T3 > T2 > T1 > To > T~~bi.n~.The inner two cylinders (T3, T2) act as the measure-
ment chamber. The calorimeter-supplied electrical power is adjusted to maintain the
temperature difference between these cylinders to A20 microdegrees.” Calorimeters of
this type have been used to measure sealed containers of bulk materials with up to 3 kg of
plutonium, mixed-oxide fuel pellets, and fuel rods up to 4 m in length. Examples are
given in Sections 22.2.2,22.3.2, and 22.5.1 of Chapter 22.

21.6METHODS OF OPERATION FOR HEAT FLOW
CALORIMETERS

21.6.1 Replacement Method

In this mode of operation the sample to be measured is placed in the calorimeter and
allowed to come to thermal equilibrium. The temperature difference between the
calorimeter and the heat sink is determined from the bridge potential. Then the sample
is removed and the ealonmeter is heated electrically until the same equilibrium
temperature difference is obtained. The sample power can be determined from the
known power supplied by the heater that replaced the sample. The same chamber of the
calorimeter is used for both the sample run and the heater run.

The replacement method consists of the following steps (Refs. 7 and 8]
(1) A bridge potential BPOis measured with the sample chamber empty, zero heater

power, and the environmental tank under temperature control. BPO is normally
measured periodically, not for each sample.

(2) The sample to .be assayed is placed in the calorimeter and its equilibrium bridge
potential BPs is determined.

(3) The sample is then removed and the heater current requi~d to replace the sample
power is calculated. The heater power required is approximately

W~(approx) = (BPS – BPO)/S (21-15)

where S is the sensitivity of the calorimeter as determined earlier with Equation 21-14.
The required heater current is then calculated. The problem of power dissipation in the
wires leading to the heater ean be minimized in the twin design calorimeter by running
the wires through both the sample and reference chambers so that the effects cancel.

(4) The heater current is applied to the sample chamber until the equilibrium “bridge
potentialBPHcan be determined. Also, the actual exact heater power WH is calculated
from the measured heater current and voltage.

(5) The power of the unknown sample is then

Ws(watts) = WH + (BPs – BPH)/S . (21-16)

The above procedure is ill~strated in Figure 21.8, which also shows the additional
complexity introduced by slow drifts in the instrument.
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Fig.21.8 Calorimeter bridge potential as ajimction oftimeas observed during the
replacement method ofoperation. The upwardslopes illustrate the ~dditionai
complexity introducedby gradual instrument dr@s. (Figure courtesy ofA40und
Laboratory.)

21.6.2 Differential Method

A twin-bridgeor over/under bridgecalorimeter can be operated in the differential
mode in which electrical heat in the reference side is compared directly to sample heat
fkom the sample side. Because the sample run and the heater run are simultaneous,
assays can be made in about half the time required for the replacement method. In
practice this time savings is realized only when the sample power is known in advance to
about 1%.Thus the differential method is most useful when many samples of approx-
imately the same size are to be assayed. For samples of unknown size this method is only
slightly faster than the replacement method (Ref 8).

When the differential method is used, the sample power at equilibrium is given by

W~watts) = WH + (BPs – BPM)/S . (21-17)

BPMis a bridge potential calculated from mW~, where m is a constant slope. The
quantity (BPs – BPM)is zero if the heater power exactly matches the sample powe~ if
not, this quantity compensates for small differences between the two sides. The slope m
is determined during calibration by running current through the sample and reference
heaters in series (Ref. 8).
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21.6.3 Constant Temperature Servo-Control Method

In this mode of operation both the sample chamber and the environmental bath are
held at constant temperature by a servo-control mechanism. Heater power is used to
maintain the sample chamber at a higher temperature than the bath. When a sample is
placed in the calorimeter, the servo-controller reduces the heater power by the amount of
the sample’s power to hold the chamber at constant temperature. This method, also
called the isothermal method, may be used with any calorimeter bridge design, Use of
the constant temperature method typically reduces assay time by one-third to one-half
because the time required to reach equilibrium depends principally on the thermal
resistance and heat capacity of the sample and lesson the calorimeter body.

Before samples are assayed by the constant temperature method, the baseline power
level is set 10to 20% above the estimated wattage of any calibration standards or actual
samples. A baseline power run is made to establish the empty chamber equilibrium
power level WO.This run takes less time than a sample assay because no mass is in the
chamber.

When a radioactive sample is placed in the calorimeter, the heater power drops as the
servo-controller tries to maintain a constant temperature in the chamber. The new
equilibrium power level is Wc, and the sample power is

Ws(watts) =Wo–wc . (21-18)

Constant temperature control of the erdorimeter can be maintained by analog or digital
circuits. Digital circuits have the advantage of requiring no adjustments to Equation
21-18 to correct for systematic errors that occur in analog systems.

The constant temperature servo-control method is one of the fastest methods of
calorimeter operation, especially when used with “pre-equilibration” of the sample in a
separate temperature-controlled environment.

21.7ASSAY TIME CONSIDERATIONS

The time necessary to complete a calorimetric assay of a radioactive sample is
dependent on a variety of factors that influence the time necessary for the system to
attain steady-state conditions. These factors include the following

(a) The type of heat flow calorimeter-twin-bridge, over/under bridge, or gradient
bridge.

(b) The thermal resistance and heat capacity of the material used for calorimeter
construction and the material the sample is composed of.

(c) The quality of calorimeter construction-tightness of fit, uniformity of air gaps,
and so forth.

(d) Physical size of the calorimeter sample chamber and the diameter of the sample.
(e) Sample packaging-location of heat sources inside the package, presence of void

spaces, and so forth.
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(f) Methodofcalorimeter operation-replacement differential, or constant tempera-
ture servo-control.

(g) USSof samplepreconditioning.
(h) Use ofend-pointpredictiontechniques.
(i) Requiredassayaccuracy.
Calorimetricassayofwell-characterizedsmallsamplesmaybe completedin lessthan

one hour. On the other han~ bulk samples of product or scrap materials require
calorimetricassaytimesof4 to 16h to reachthermalequilibrium.Table21-2(fromRef.
8) gives a few examplesof assay times for a twin-cell,water bath calorimeter. Poor
samplepackagingconsistedof plasticbagsand lead shog good packagingconsistedof
coppershot.Amorecompletesummaryoftypicalassaytimes isgivenin Ref. 1.Someof
the factorsand techniquesthat affkctasaaytime arediscussedt.x.low.

Table 21-2. Some assay times for a twin-bridge calorimeter (Ref. 8)

1.0% 0.1% 0.01%
Assay Equilibrium Equilibrium Equilibrium

Conditions Time (h) Time (h) Time (h)

Heater only, no sample, no temperature
servo-control

Poorly packaged sample, no temperature
servo-control

Well-packaged sample, no temperature
servo-control

Poorly packaged sample, constant tempera-
ture servo-control

Poorly packaged sample, constant tempera-
ture servo-control, sample pre-
conditioned

2.8 3.6 4.8

8.1 10.2 13.1

5.2 6.3 8.0

4.7 6.1 8.0

0.8 1.6 3.0

21.7.1 Calorimeter Design and Operating Method

The physical dimensions and thermal properties of a given calorimeter affect both the
equilibrium time and the sensitivity. Decreasing the thermal resistance of a calorimeter
will reduce the time required to come to equilibrium, but it will also reduce the observed
bridge potential and (from Equation 21-14) the sensitivity. Because reduced sensitivity
will lead to reduced accuracy, the choice of calorimeter design must reflect a trade-off
between assay time and assay accuracy for the particular sample range. The composition
and dimensions of the gap between the sample and the calorimeter wall are important
factors.

The replacement method of calorimeter operation is generally the slowest mode of
operation because three distinct calorimeter runs are required to complete an assay a
sample run, a heater run, and a periodic baseline (BPO)run. The differential method,
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which can be used with twin-bridge calorimeters, requires only two calorimeter runs
because the electrical heat in the reference chamber is constantly compared to the heat
developed by the sample. This mode of operation reduces the time necessary for assay
completion.

The constant temperature servo-control mode of operation, or isothermal mode, is
well suited for reducing assay timq when the calorimeter body is maintained in an
equilibrium state, the effect of its time constant is minimized and the assay time is
principally dependent on the thermal time constant of the sample. Assay time can be
reduced further if the sample temperature is pre-equilibrated to the temperature of the
calorimeter, as described in the next section.

21.7.2 Sample Preconditioning

Preconditioning of the sample to about the internal temperature of the calorimeter
can be used with the constant temperature servo-control method to reduce assay time, as
indicated in Table 21-2. Preconditioning can be used alone or in conjunction with the
end-point prediction technique described in the next section. When the sample is first
placed in a separate preconditioning water bath and then placed in the calorimeter, the
time required to reach equilibrium is reduced because only the sample itself needs to
equilibrate to a steady-state heat flow. The gradient gap is already at a steady-state heat
flow with respect to the heat sink, and the heater power will reach the equilibrium power
level more rapidly.

Several advantages and disadvantages are associated with preconditioning (Ref. 7).
The primary advantage is increased throughput. The preeonditioning bath can be
designed to accommodate more than one sample, and it can be used overnight to
prepare samples for assay the next day. The disadvantages are that, additional floor
space, electronics, and operator action are required. IAISO,the preconditioning bath
temperature must be carefully maintained near the internal temperature of the calorime-
ter. Any change in the calorimeter’s baseline power level will require adjustment of the
preconditioning bath temperature.

21.7.3 End-Point Prediction

Prediction of equilibrium is a mathematical technique for reducing calorimeter assay
time without affecting calorimeter sensitivity or sample packaging. The technique is
applicable to a variety of calorimeter types. Equilibrium values can be predicted reliably
with a time savings of about 50%(Refs. 11and 12).

End-point prediction is based on the principle that the calorimeter’s response function
is dominated by a single exponential of the form

y=A+~–at (21-19)

where Y is the time-dependent calorimeter output, A is the equilibrium output signal, B
is a scaling constant, and k is the final thermal decay constant of the calorimeter and its
sample (Ref. 11). A calorimeter actually consists of different thermal regions, each
having different values for thermal resistance Ri and heat capacity Ci, as illustrated in
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Fig.21.9 Radial cross section ofanidealized
calorimeter showingfour regions,
each having dif12rent valuesfor
thermal resistanceRi and heat
capacity Ci. (Figure courtesy of
Mound Laboratory.)

Figure 21.9. The differing thermal properties of each region determine the time required
for each region to come to equilibrium with its surroundings. The time required for the
entire calorimeter to reach equilibrium is a sum of several exponential response
functions.Becausethe end-pointpredictiontechniqueis based on the use of Equation
21-19witha singleexponential,the amount oftimesaveddependson the validityofthis
approximation.Samplesthat are poorlypackaged,with highthermal resistanceor high
heat capacity, will be assayed with less time savings.

The procedure for calculating the equilibrium output signal A requires determination
of the output signal Y at regular time intervals during the assay (Ref. 7). The values for Y
are smoothed and fitted to Eauation 21-19 and a value for A is calculated. This
procedure is repeated at regular ~ntervalsas the assay progresses and as more determina-
tions of Y become available. Figure 21.10 illustrates this process. When the predicted
values for A show zero slope within the expected standard deviation, the run is
complete. The assay is terminated before the calorimeter actually reaches equilibrium.

21.8 CALORIMETER CALIBRATION

Accurate calibration is needed to relate the observed calorimeter output power to
known power values. Two types of standards are commonly used for calibration
purposes electrical and radiometric heat sources. Regardless of the calibration method
used, traceability to NBS-certified electrical or radiometric standards is essential
(Ref 4).

21.8.1 Electrical Calibration

Electrical calibration techniques are applicable to calorimetric methods in which
heater power either duplicates or replaces sample power (Ref. 4). The power generated in
an electrical heater is given by the product of the voltage across the heater and the
current through the heater. To calibrate the heater, the current can be determined by
measuring the voltage across a standard resistor. This calibration yields the relationship
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Fig.21.10 Graphicalrepresentationof the end-pointprediction technique.
Therun is complete when thepredicted values show zero slope
within the expected standard deviation. (Figure courtesy of
Mound Laboratory.)

between bridge potential and sample power the calorimeter sensitivity (Equation
21-14). The result is a sensitivity curve as a function of sample power.

Accurate electrical calibration requires that the electrical heater produce the identical
change in calorimeter output as an equivalent amount of power from a sample (Ref. 4).
This implies that the location of the heater relative to the temperature-measuring device
should be the same as that of the radioactive sample. The error associated with this
factor is referred to as the heat distribution error. To determine the extent of this error, it
is recommended that a small sample be placed at various locations within the chamber
and its output measured with respect to location. (One of the radiometric heat standards
discussed in the next section would be ideal for this purpose.) Another source of error in
electrical calibration is power loss in the heater leads of single-cell calorimeters. The
technique for correcting for heater-lead errors is described in Ref. 4.

21.8.2 Calibration with Radioactive Heat Sources

Calibration with radioactive heat sources is a simpler technique and usually
preferable because it covers all aspects of calorimeter operation. Standard 238Pu02 heat
sources that are traceable to NBS reference materials are avaiiable from Mound
Laboratory in the range 0.04 mW to 100 W (Ref. 7). The sources are compact, and the
power output as a function of time can be calculated. The heat sources should span the
range of actual sample powers.

—. .—— .. .._. __.. _.
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In the calibration procedure, the radioactive heat sources are placed in the calorimeter
sample chamber in the same manner as the unknown samples. The calorimeter output
signal is measured using the known power of each standard heat source. These data are
used to generate a calibration curve and an associated sensitivity curve just as in the
electrical case. Additional details on this procedure are given in Ref 4.

21.9 SOURCES OF ERROR

As described in Section 21.3, determination of plutonium content is a two-step
process determination of calorimetric power and determination of effective specific
power either by empirical or computational methods. The sources of error in this
process are summarized in Table 21-3 (Refs. 4,7, and 13).

Sources of error in the power determination include(1) imprecision of the calorimeter
system—the variance of the system response as a result of variations in room tempera-
ture, bath temperature, humidity, sample weigh~ sample loading and unloading smsses,
and so forth; (2) heat distribution error-the variance of the system response resulting
from spatial distribution of the sample in the sample chambe~ (3) calibration error-the
variance of the system response to calibration method and standards and (4) inter-
ference error-heat production from interfering processes such as fission product
reactions or chemical reactions.

Sources of error in the determination of effective specific power depend on the
method used for this determination empirical or computational. If the empirical
method is used, the possible sources of error are (1) errors in determination of sample
power and (2) errors indetermination of the content of the plutonium sample. When the
computational method is used for determination of effective specific power, the error
sources are (1) errors in determination of the sample’s isotopic composition and (2)
uncertainty in the specific power values (see the last column of Table 21-1). The total
assay uncertainty may be estimated by combining the error in the calorimeter power
determination with the uncertainty in the effective specific powe~

a(pu) = Vd(w)+ cr2(Pefl) (21-20)

The error magnitudes given in Table 21-3 are typical vaiue~ in practice, actual values
may be quite different. In particular, the errors associated with the determination of
isotopic composition depend on the technique used, For concentrations below 0.1 %, the
errors quoted are typical of radiometric results for 238~ and 2AlAm. For concentrations

of 0.1 to 1%, the minimum error for mass spectrometric determination is 1%, for
concentrations greater than 20%, the minimum error is 0.3%. If the isotopic composition
is determined by high-resolution gamma-ray spectroscopy, errors for the major pluto-
nium isotopes are in the range of 0.1 to 10%. Errors in the determination of effective
specific power are in the range of 0.3 to 1.0% in 1- to 4-h counting times (Ref. 14 and
Chapter 8). Generally, the precision of the calorimeter power measurement is better than
the uncertainty associated with the determination of effective specific power.
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Table 21-3. Sources of error in calorimetric assay (Refs. 4,7, and 13)

Error Source Approximate Magnitude (%)

Power Measurement
Calorimeter imprecision
Heat distribution error
Calibration error
Interference error

Effective Specific Power Determination
Empirical method

Sample power
Sample plutonium content

Computational method
Isotopic composition

Concentration <0. 1%
Concentration SO. 1%
Concentration >1%
Concentration >20%

Speeific power uncertainty

<0.1
<0.1
<0,1
<0.1

<0.2
<0.2

2-5
1.5
0.5
0.3

<0.1
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